J. Carl Hertzog 1902 -1984 The Making of Books by Jeanne Williams February 7, 1993 Carl Hertzog Lecture Series, No.5 P robably every person here has an inordinate love of reading. That addiction has led some of us to justify our habit by making our living from it. We make books. Some write them. Others, like Carl Hertzog, design or publish. A few extradordinary people like Dale Walker manage to both write and publish books of lasting value.
Unless a writer works completely from firsthand experience, it usually takes many books to make a book. This gives writers an excuse to accumulate them. I don't collect books for their rarity. One publishing trend [ greatly appreciate is the issuing of new editions of out-of-print books, often in affordable trade paperbacks, university presses deserve thanks for leading the way in this. Texas Western Press makes a valuable contribution to history in publishing the attractively designed Southwestern Studies monographs. For the price of a paperback, they hold information that might not warrant a book but cannot be covered in an article. Why then write novels, especially historical ones which are often scorned as hybrids, neither fact nor fiction? John Hersey thought that journalism allows readers to witness history while fiction allows them to live it. It's been said that anyone who reads the Iliad as history will find it full of fiction and anyone who reads it as fiction will find it full of fact. Arnold Toynbee must have been thinking like this when he said "Fiction is the only technique that can be employed or is worth employing where the data are innumerable." He went on the say that War and Peace gives a better understanding of Napoleon's invasion of Russia than could all the histories written about it. This is what novelists do. We select significant facts to make our truths; we distill a mass of details into a feeling of time and place. Sometimes a writer is called to a book. It's like falling in love or catching cold-just as unavoidable, unexplainable, unexpected, and uncomfortable. The call may be a sudden flash, it may be an image that bums in the mind, it may be a dream, it may be the spark that makes a bonfire of an inert mass of information.
Often this call will shake the writer up and make him or her see familiar things in a new way, just as the scales fell from Saul's eyes on the road to Damascus. I might never have written about the Dust Bowl and Depression if I hadn't been listening to Woody Guthrie's tapes made for the Library of Congress in 1941.
He sang "So Long, It's Been Good to Know You," and told Alan Lomax when and why he wrote it. He'd been in Pampa, Texas on Black Sunday, April 14, 1935 and the storm was so fearful that people gathered in houses or churches and waited in the darkness for the end of the world, Lomax asked if they didn't cry and scream and Woody said they didn't. They just talked in an ordinary way-hoped they'd been decent enough to make it to heaven, and they said, "So long, it's been good to know you."
That hit me like a lightning bolt. The first things I remember are tumbleweeds, dust silted up against fences and dreams about the end of the world.
had heard that song many times though I didn't know it was Woody's, but until I heard him talking, I hadn't realized it was an end of the world song. Right then I thought, "I'm going to write about that!" I could no more have avoided it than I could voluntarily hold my breath. And this month, after the long process of writing and production, the story that called me three years ago has become a book that others can hold and read. I was shatteted-well, badly fractured-by may agent's reaction. I long ago grew callouses where editors are concerned. A good editor's value is beyond rubies and I have had two very good ones, but unfortunately they move around a lot in New York so it won't work to become too dependent on the best of them.
I've done my share in helping to educate several generations of young folk. One difficulty is their trying to impose current attitudes and values on people of a century ago. One young lady told me I was racist because an escaped slave didn't speak perfect English. Neither, I pointed out to her, did myoid mountain man in the sarne book, in fact his English was worse.
After numerous encounters of this kind, an editor's opinion can't distress me too deeply so long as I have my agent's support. We've been friends as well as business associates for over twenty years and experience has taught me that she's usually right about a book's marketing chances.
Since she didn't want to show the book around, I had to put it aside while I wrote something that would sell, but even then I felt that I was far richer for what I had learned and I did not regret the year and considerable expense I had put into the story. I knew the oyster catcher was Brigid's servant, and I knew the song of a mother whose child, her cubhrachan or little fragrant one, was stolen away by the fairies. The haunting words may be Englished rather like this:
HI found the track of the otter brown. had when the dolphins and basking sharks went south, when the herring and other fish moved into the offshore waters, and when the various kinds of seaweed are exposed-all that kind oflore I could find. Then, as I wrote the book, I'd get to, say, April, and wrote that the sea pinks started to bloom, that whooper swans and greylag geese migrated nolth, and that terns, guillemots, kittiwakes and puffins returned to join the sea birds that spent the winter. The women moved kale from planticrues into the kaleyard, and it was time to sow barley and do the great armual spring washing. historian may tell what can be learned about these subjects and dismiss the rest by saying no more is known.
A novelist can't do this. At some point, the novelist must stop substituting study for courage, shake off "analysis paralysis," the accumulation of facts that have not been percolated through a viewpoint, and get down to making a dream castle into an edifice that others can see and enter.
Many of the stones, the facts and details, will usually come from other books, Several of us, on a panel, took the author to task for this. He responded with a story about Faulkner. A young woman told the author that she had been recording her grandmother's experiences and they would make an absolutely enthralling book-but such a book would break her grandmother's heart. Faulkner said, "My dear young lady, a good story is worth any number of grandmothers."
I said that my grandmother was worth any number of stories. We went round and around for awhile and fmally the author ended the discussion and confounded us all by saying that if God had written the book, that's how he would have done it.
It's strange though how often our castles in the air turn out to be the real thing.
1wrote a book that took the Basques from the caves 10 modem day Idaho, using only books and research at the excellent Basque Collection at the University of Nevada. When I went 10 Ihe Basque region before revising the book, the only thing I had 10 change was the distance from the airport to Biblao. I wanted the book to be as accurate historically as possible so, out of my own pocket, I engaged Dr. Perhaps that and the call to a book are the real magic and mystery. The Making of Books • 9
The Longest Road, a wandering musician gives my little girl a harmonica and teaches her to play. Of course, she has natural talent and picks it just like that, so well that she's soon supporting her little brother and herself. As Foster-Harris, my dear friend and teacher, used to say, "1n our dreams, at least, we are fabulous and free."
In the hereafter you won't find me plunking away at the word processor. I'll be playing a guitar or harp or harmonica in the midst of a heavenly hootenanny, laughing and singing and having a wonderful time. But for pleasure and delight, I'll still be reading Carl Hertzog books. Her fifty-fourth book, The Longest Road, about the Dust Bowl, the 30s, and life in Texas boom towns, has recently been published. It will be a selection of Readers Digest Condensed Books, as have her last four books.
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